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For my family, the one I was born into and the one I created, for teaching me everything I know about love.

Special thanks to my mother, whose storytelling has shaped my writing and my life.


PART ONE

RILEY

As soon as the bus pulled out of the station, I set my book in my lap. I’d already read the same sentence half a dozen times. I felt intensely aware of my body: the position of my legs (uncrossed), my feet on the metal bar in front of me, my palms face down on the pages of the open book. I was sitting up straight, as you have to in those kinds of seats, with my head tilted to the right so I could pretend to be looking out of the window. I feel like you always have to pretend to be looking at something when what you’re really doing is thinking about the tragedy of your own life. Otherwise people tend to assume that you’re crazy – whether you’re accidentally staring at someone or you seem to be casually examining the fabric of the seat in front of you. Looking out of the window is a pretty harmless occupation for your eyes. It makes people more comfortable.

I sat two rows from the front, my backpack on the seat next to me. It’s all part of my bus strategy. I pretend to be consumed by whatever book I’m reading so that other passengers won’t ask me to move my bag and let them sit next to me. It only works if you’re near the front. By the time they get to the back of the bus, they’ve run out of options.

Since leaving Tucson, I had been waiting for some kind of sign, or feeling that I was doing the right thing. The flight from Phoenix to Boston had been direct and unsettling. Humans aren’t meant to travel at that speed. There isn’t time for your mind to catch up with the idea of your body being in a new place. It isn’t natural. Sitting on this bus, my unfocused gaze vaguely registering the blur of trees along the Massachusetts Turnpike, I began to feel myself breathing for what seemed like the first time in days. I had been operating on autopilot so long that it came as a great relief, a startling realization, that I was alive. I was choosing this breath and then the next.

My hand cupped the side of my face, my fingertips exploring the slope of my cheekbone. There was no bruising, and although this meant fewer questions to answer, it seemed wrong, the absence of physical proof to confirm my reality. I felt black and blue all over.

That morning I’d sat across from Donna at the kitchen table. It was a lime-green diner table from the fifties. We’d picked it up from Craig’s List because it reminded Donna of one her grandmother had. The chairs didn’t match it or each other and the vinyl on mine had split along the edge showing the beige foam padding within, like a deep gash in human flesh.

I blew into my coffee mug, aware of Donna’s eyes on me. Reluctantly, I looked up at her. ‘Cry.’ She said it like it was an order.

I shrugged, looking back into my coffee.

‘I feel like you’re trying to hold it together for my sake, but I’d much rather you just fell apart.’

‘I’m sorry.’

Donna rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah. That’s what I want.’

I took a big swallow of coffee. ‘I broke a bowl this morning.’

‘Which one?’

‘The one with the chip in it.’

‘That’s kind of lucky.’

‘Yeah. I like to finish what I start.’

Donna laughed.

‘Don’t ever let it be said that I’m not tougher than an inanimate object.’

‘I wouldn’t dare.’ She sighed. ‘So your parents know you’re coming?’

‘Yeah. I sent an email first to tell them I got a cheap deal on a last-minute flight. I lie better in email.’

She nodded.

I chewed at a hangnail on my thumb. ‘So, am I the biggest loser you know?’

Donna reached across the table and grasped my wrist. ‘No, not the biggest.’

We smiled at each other.

I’d always wanted to live in Tucson. Ever since I’d seen Drew Barrymore and Whoopi Goldberg in Boys on the Side. They lived in this amazing adobe house, and the Indigo Girls played at the local cantina. With my college graduation approaching, and my classmates getting jobs, or at least going for interviews, I spent a lot of time thinking about Tucson. My father’s voice played in my head as I looked at Internet ads for roommates there: ‘What are you going to do with a major in philosophy?’

Somehow it had never occurred to me that, when I left school, I’d need to be marketable. I took classes that interested me; I read books my parents had never heard of, contemplated things they’d never considered. I discussed complex theories in the dining hall, eating food I hadn’t paid for. I stayed up late debating fascinating ideas, knowing I could sleep until noon the next day. I’d change the world eventually, but I never thought about how I’d pay the rent until then. I’d never really given much thought to the end of college. My graduation loomed ahead of me, like an appointment to fall off a cliff to my death. And it was a kind of death. I would never be this free again.

That was how I met Donna. She was a bartender in Tucson and the girl she’d been living with had married rather suddenly and moved out. She was barely able to cover the rent on her own. We emailed back and forth for a while, and I got a really good feeling about her. The fact that I ended up being right could have been a complete lucky coincidence. It seems I’ve been right about people about as often as I’ve been wrong.

I took the graduation money my grandfather had given me and one suitcase and took off a week after the ceremony. My parents and I had several arguments about it before I left. I couldn’t give them a satisfactory adult reason for leaving, but when I told them I’d already purchased my plane ticket, they backed off. They seemed to decide it might finally be time to let me make my own mistakes. I think they believed I’d be back in a matter of weeks.

Tucson isn’t really like it is in the movie. They must have filmed on the edge of town, or outside town, because things aren’t so spread out and there aren’t that many dirt roads. Most of the roads are four lanes travelling in each direction. Everything is on a grid and each street corner looks the same as the next. Everyone talks about cross streets. In New England, we always give directions that are three pages long and include things like ‘Turn left after the blue house.’ In Tucson, you just tell people the two roads that intersect closest to your address. Simple as that.

Donna picked me up at the airport in Phoenix. I recognized her immediately. I hadn’t been sure about that even though she’d sent me a picture. You never know how well a photograph represents the real person. I wonder sometimes whether I look the same as I do in pictures. People have always told me that I’m very photogenic. I take that to mean I don’t look as good in reality.

Donna had curly red hair and a nice tan. She didn’t have fair skin, the way a lot of redheads do: a girl like that couldn’t live in Arizona. She was waiting for me at Baggage Claim and she ran up and hugged me. I felt like we were old friends who hadn’t seen each other in a while. She insisted on carrying my bag out to the car and I insisted on paying for the parking and we chatted non-stop all the way to Tucson. I don’t remember what we talked about.

Donna got me a job as a waitress at the restaurant where she tended bar. Even though I’d never worked as a waitress before, her recommendation was enough. It was hard work, but I liked getting to talk to people all day. I thought of it as temporary; something to do until I got my bearings. It’s a good way to get the feel of a new city. When Donna and I worked the same shift, I’d get a ride with her, and when we didn’t, I’d take the bus. It all worked out.

When I called home, I didn’t get a lot of enthusiasm for my new job.

‘You’re working as a waitress?’ my father asked me, repeating the exact words I had just said, only in the form of a question. When he passed the phone to my mother she asked if I was planning on finding myself in the soup of the day.

‘You never know,’ I said, determinedly cheerful.

I knew it could have been worse. They had paid for my degree and all they expected in return was for me to have the kind of future that would impress the recipients of my mother’s Christmas-card updates.

I didn’t call home very often.

I met Ben at work on a Friday night. I’d only been in Tucson for a few weeks. He ordered a bacon cheeseburger and a Coke. It wasn’t the soup of the day, but as soon as we locked eyes, I had the feeling I’d found something I hadn’t even known I’d been looking for.

I waited for his friend to go to the restroom, then dropped by his table. ‘How is everything?’ I asked.

‘Fine. Everything’s fine.’ He reached for his glass, but didn’t lift it from the table.

‘Just fine? Not great?’ I looked at him with mock-concern, one hand on my hip.

He smiled. ‘Now that I think about it, everything’s great. Thanks.’

I smiled back. ‘That’s better.’

‘I haven’t seen you here before,’ he said. He was wearing faded blue jeans and a white T-shirt, speckled with yellow paint. He had an even, dark tan, and though his clothing and muscled arms spoke of hard work, his fingernails were short and clean.

‘It’s my first week. I just moved here,’ I said.

‘Oh? Where you from?’

‘Massachusetts.’

‘Wow. What brought you out here?’

‘Well, the job mostly.’

His brow furrowed.

‘I’m kidding.’

He laughed. ‘Sorry. I’m gullible.’

‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ I was clicking the top of my pen in and out. ‘I just felt like a change, really.’

‘Well, I’d say you’re in for one.’ He leaned forward in his seat. ‘You know, if you’re looking for someone to show you around—’ He cleared his throat.

‘Oh, yeah? What are your tour-guide credentials?’

‘Well, I’ve lived here all my life.’

‘That’s a pretty good one.’

‘I’m Ben, by the way.’

‘Riley,’ I said, angling my shoulder toward him and motion -ing to my nametag.

Ben slid his napkin to me. ‘Why don’t you give me your number?’

I held out my pen. ‘Why don’t you give me yours?’

Ben was writing as his friend returned to the table, raising his eyebrows and smirking. I stuffed the napkin into my apron, told them to enjoy their meals and left.

I called Ben two days later and he took me up Mount Lemmon. He told me there were five different ecosystems along the drive, but we counted only three. It was amazing the way the environment shifted so quickly: after miles of saguaro cactuses in all directions, I couldn’t find a single one.

Ben had dark hair and green eyes. He had certain smiles he only ever gave to me. When we ate at my place, he would clear the table and rinse the dishes so it wouldn’t be such a chore for me later. He wore short sleeves on cool evenings, but always brought his jacket along in case I got cold. He thumbed through the pages of the books piled on my nightstand. He readjusted the blankets in the middle of the night, sitting up to make sure my feet were covered. He told stories like it was the first telling, like I was the only one he’d ever told.

My parents were wrong about one thing. More than a year would pass before I made the long trip home.

I closed my book as the bus pulled into the Springfield station. I hadn’t got very far in the two hours. It was some piece of fiction set in New York City, as all good fiction is. Nothing of interest happens in Ohio or Massachusetts or Arizona.

My parents were waiting for me when I got off the bus. They’d have had to pay the dollar to park in the lot and walk over to greet me.

My mom hugged me first. ‘It’s so good to see you, kiddo.’ She looked me over, checking for signs of wear, as if I were a treasured belonging she had loaned out grudgingly.

I hunched my shoulders against her knowing appraisal. ‘You didn’t have to park. I would have found you.’

‘We know, but we were excited to see you.’ She slipped her fingers through my hair, sliding them down the strands that hung between us. ‘It’s grown so long.’

My dad hugged me next. His hugs have always been endearingly awkward. He tries so hard.

‘Where’s your tan?’ my mom asked.

I held my arm in front of me, noticing for the first time that it was paler than usual. ‘It gets too hot in July to spend a lot of time in the sun.’

‘It just got sunny here last week,’ my mom said, making a face to convey she was half serious.

‘Which one is yours?’ my dad asked, as the driver pulled the last few bags from the compartment under the bus.

‘These two.’ I pointed, and my dad picked up the big duffel bag, leaving me the smaller suitcase on wheels.

‘Wow. You used to be such a light packer,’ my mom said.

‘I guess I lost my talent for it. I just couldn’t decide what to bring.’ I tried not to sound defensive.

A handful of dim stars lit up the night as we pulled into the driveway. I’d been feeling more at ease the closer we got to the house, and now I wasn’t even fidgeting in the back seat. A warm glow poured out of the windows onto the lawn, and the pond out back was visible only as a representation of the sky.

I was tired. I had left Tucson early that morning and had been travelling all day. With the time difference, it seemed longer than it was. I wanted to curl up in my bed and sleep for a thousand years, not have to make any more decisions. I didn’t want to be able to determine the outcome of anyone else’s life. I didn’t even want that much power over my own.

BEN

That first cigarette took the edge off my anxiety faster than four or five beers would have. I stood in the Quickie Mart at one a.m. doing the math. A six-pack of the kind of beer I drank was three bucks more than an entire pack of Marlboros. Smoking was cost effective.

I hadn’t smoked since high school, but I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t call her. There was nothing to say. I couldn’t even think straight. That was an expression I’d never understood in such a literal way. But that was how it felt. My thoughts were colliding at diagonal intersections. I couldn’t formulate full sentences. Just directing the guy at the register toward the right pack on the wall behind him took actual concentration. He didn’t check my ID, and even though I had my licence in my wallet, where it always was, I was relieved to avoid that simple interaction.

I rushed out of there with my heart pounding, as if I’d stolen something, like the time when I was a kid and pocketed some penny candy on a dare.

I didn’t know where to begin to fix things, didn’t even know if it was my job. It felt like I was in someone else’s dream and had no control over any of it. I couldn’t even say I missed her. I didn’t know where I stood. I just couldn’t pin myself down.

So I started smoking. It made about as much sense as the rest of it.

At home, I sat on the couch, smoking and watching infomercials all night. I ashed on the carpet because I didn’t have an ashtray and because I didn’t care, sinking into the couch cushions, my mind spinning. I couldn’t stop picturing her half of the bed. I wondered whether I had enough money in my account for the chicken rotisserie. Once, I got up to take a piss, only to return to my spot on the couch, light another cigarette and squint into the television.

I stared at the picture of us at Saguaro National Park that Riley had roped an elderly couple into taking for us. We were holding hands, standing in front of a boulder. The framed photo sat on top of the television set, catching some of its glow. It was the only picture she had left behind – the only one of us. It probably meant something, but I had no opinion about it. Riley beamed for the camera. Her dark hair fell past her shoulders and her dark eyes caught the light. She’d squeezed my hand as the flash went off. I was making the face I usually make in pictures. She asked me later why I hadn’t been smiling.

I wasn’t really surprised when I came home to find her gone. No, I can’t say I was surprised at all. I noted each missing object with total detachment. The framed print that had been on the wall above the couch. Her CDs. A vase. The bookcase I’d bought for her at Wal-Mart for twenty dollars stood empty. It seemed a shame that she hadn’t taken it with her. It wasn’t like I had any books of my own.

Yeah, that was the shame of it.

If I felt anything at all about it, I was really just relieved that I wouldn’t have to talk to her, wouldn’t have to think about what to say. What was there to say? There was nothing to say. There was no reason to go to bed. No reason to get up when the sun began seeping through the windows. There was nothing for me to do. Besides, I couldn’t convince her of anything I didn’t believe myself.

[image: image]

When Riley and I had started dating, neither of us had a lot of money. She’d just moved here from the east coast and I was working two jobs to pay for some necessary car repairs. I passed long days up on the roofs of houses I’d never be able to afford. Weekends were generally spent inside, laying floors with a buddy. The relief from the sun would always wane by Sunday night as the pain in my knees and back took over.

Riley was really cool about it. She didn’t expect me to take her out and pay for everything. She was a feminist, but she didn’t hate men. She explained to me that people who think feminists are man-haters are really stupid and should read more books. She thought men and women should be equal, that was all. She questioned things and if the answer was ‘Because you’re a girl’, well, she just thought that was bullshit.

A lot of the time we took turns renting movies or playing Scrabble. I always beat her and she never seemed to mind. She was the best loser I’d ever known. At first I thought she was letting me win: she’d been to college and I hadn’t. But that wasn’t it. Winning didn’t seem to matter to her. It was like she really didn’t care if she was losing because she enjoyed my company. That was how she made me feel.

We were sitting on the couch at my place, watching a video, when she kissed me for the first time. I think it was our third date. I never usually waited so long to kiss a girl I was dating, but being around Riley made me so dizzy I’d chickened out both of the previous nights when I’d taken her home. I’d stood back with my hands in my pockets, reminding myself to breathe, while she fumbled with the lock. She’d turn back, her hand on the doorknob, tilting her head and smiling at me. She’d glance up at me through her eyelashes. She has the longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen. ‘I had fun,’ she’d say softly. I’d tell her I’d call her, backing up, the expectation of a goodnight kiss making me physically queasy. I would rush back to my car as soon as she disappeared inside her apartment, kicking myself but feeling at the same time like I’d just narrowly escaped my own death.

We’d been watching the movie for about ten minutes when she reached over and took my hand. Just holding hers made my heart race, and my forehead was actually sweating. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. As soon as the credits started rolling, her other hand began sliding up my chest. I was looking straight ahead but I could feel her eyes on me in the dark. She had to actually turn my face toward her, seemed to search my eyes for some kind of clue as to what I was thinking. I don’t know what she found there, but she kissed me anyway.

We’d fall asleep in my bed most nights, spooning. But during the night we’d revert to our usual habits. I’d sleep on my side with my back to her and she’d sleep on her back with her arms across her chest. She slept like a log, no tossing or turning, her steady breathing all that let me know she was alive. She slept soundly, never so much as grumbling when I rolled around, tugging blankets, unable to get comfortable. I’d never slept straight through the night in my entire life. I’d wake up groggy in the morning to the feeling of her arm sliding over my ribs and squeezing me tightly. She’d pepper my back with her kisses, and if I didn’t start waking up fast enough, she’d press her teeth lightly into my shoulder.

I turned to her one morning and asked her to move in. We’d been dating about three months. We hadn’t even said good morning. I just rolled over and said, ‘Move in with me.’

Her sleepy eyes flew wide open. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Sure. If you lived here, we could wake up together every morning.’

She smiled. ‘That would be nice.’

‘So? Come on.’

‘It’s so tempting but . . .’ she looked up at the ceiling as though it held the answer ‘. . . I can’t do that to Donna. She’s been so good to me.’

‘Haven’t I been good to you?’ I slid my hand up the back of her T-shirt and kissed her neck.

She pushed against my chest and looked at me. ‘I can’t, Ben. I can’t.’

I pulled away and folded my hands over my stomach.

‘Maybe when our six-month lease is up,’ she offered.

I turned my head toward her again. ‘When is that?’

‘December.’

‘That would be cool. Just in time for Christmas.’

‘Could we decorate a cactus?’

‘If you want.’

When Riley moved in with me, Donna decided to move into a one-bedroom apartment. I think she’d grown tired of losing roommates to their boyfriends. I helped carry the heavy stuff the day she moved. We made a party out of it, celebrating that night by going out for margaritas. It seemed to make Riley feel less guilty.

It was hard for me to believe Riley and Donna hadn’t known each other longer than they had. They acted like sisters. They were really loyal and defensive of each other. Like, once I said something to Riley about Donna being fat and Riley flipped out. She told me she was disappointed in me because she’d thought I was different from the rest of the men in our society. I hate it when people say they’re disappointed in me. My mom used to tell me that when I was growing up, and it was so much worse than if she’d just grounded me.

No one likes to be a disappointment.

I’d left three messages and smoked as many packs since she’d gone. It’s amazing how quickly old addictions are renewed. I’d started smoking when I was sixteen – back when being young gives you an excuse to be stupid. I smoked my last cigarette at nineteen, for some girl I was dating who said it was gross to kiss a smoker. It kind of hurt, the way she said it. She was pretty harsh. I quit for her and she dumped me about three weeks later for her ex-boyfriend. I didn’t start smoking again after that. It wasn’t like I was in love with her or anything, so getting over her didn’t require nicotine. I didn’t start back up because I just didn’t ever want some girl to say that to me again.

I took a shower this morning and felt like two days without sleep didn’t make all that much difference. I felt awake and aware. I stepped out of the shower and dried off with one of the green towels. Riley had made the bathroom all girly after she moved in. When I’d lived here alone, nothing matched. Now it was all shades of green and lavender. She’d bought the really soft kind of towels. Mine were the green ones and hers were lavender. We’d never talked about it – that was just how it had worked out. It was understood. That was how we were.

Riley had done the laundry on Tuesday. I’d helped her fold it that evening while we watched Entertainment Tonight. The towel I dried off with this morning should have been clean but it already smelt of smoke. There’s just no getting away from the smell of it.

When Riley came back, she’d be pissed. We’d have to air the place out and rewash all the laundry she’d just done. I was pretty sure I could stop smoking as soon as she came back. It had been only a couple of days. I had to admit I liked it, though, liked having something to do with my hands when I got nervous, liked the ritual of it. And the way it connected me to strangers. Nicotine: society’s true great equalizer. I remembered being a tough young kid smoking on sidewalks with nothing in common with the grey-haired businessmen or Spanish-speaking day labourers who would stop and ask for a light. Or the pretty girls, too old for me, too well dressed, talking to me just so they could bum a smoke. And I’d always give them one, even though I knew I didn’t have a chance, that once I got it lit they’d be moving on down the street, meeting up with their boyfriends. Pretty girls never have to buy their own cigarettes.

Yeah, I liked it, but it really was a nasty habit.

Donna had to have caller ID. That was why she wasn’t answering the phone when I called. I wondered if she’d had it back when Riley lived with her and we’d just started dating. I used to call there a lot and hang up when Riley picked up the phone. At the beginning, being around her made me feel like I was thirteen. Back when I was all too-long limbs, acne and awkwardness. Before the hormones broadened my shoulders, squared and stubbled my jaw, and transformed me from gawky and quiet to strong and silent.

Riley had never mentioned it back then, and I guess it shouldn’t really matter now, but for some reason it made me feel even worse. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. That maybe they’d laughed about me back then. I’d been trying to play it all cool, but she might have known the whole time what a loser I really was. I was fixated on this, as if that was what I should feel ashamed about.

RILEY

When I opened my eyes in the morning, I was expecting to see the room I’d shared with Ben: the blue checker-board bedspread, a tapestry hanging on the wall in busy shades of red and green, the lamp I’d found at Pier One. The familiarity of my childhood bedroom was disorienting.

I shuffled into the kitchen, my hair wild, unself-conscious. Gracie, our black Labrador, charged toward me and licked at my hands as I tried to pat her head.

My dad was making omelettes. My mom was sitting on a kitchen stool, wearing jeans and a pink satin sleep shirt.

‘Good morning, sleepyhead,’ my mom said.

Standing there in my pyjamas, I felt about twelve years old.

‘Hungry?’ my dad asked, over his shoulder. I noticed there was more grey in his stubble than I remembered. He threw several slices of bacon into a frying-pan and it began to sound like the weekend mornings of my easy childhood.

‘Whatcha makin’?’ I asked, sitting on one of the bar stools at the counter and pulling my feet under me.

‘Well, today we’ve got mushrooms, tomatoes, asparagus, umm . . .’ He opened the refrigerator and gazed within. The edibility of my dad’s omelettes had always depended on what happened to be in the refrigerator that week.

‘That sounds good,’ I said, and he closed the fridge and went back to work.

‘Would you like some coffee?’ my mom asked, pouring several spoonfuls of Coffee Mate into her mug.

When I lived with Donna, I started drinking coffee with her in the morning. She used to take it black with two sugars and would scoff at the beige liquid in my mug. Each morning I worked on achieving a darker, more respectable colour. I didn’t really know how to make coffee and Ben didn’t drink it so I’d got out of the habit lately.

‘Sure,’ I said, and she reached into the cabinet to get me a mug. My mom made my coffee just like hers. She placed it on the counter and sat down next to me.

I held the cup in my hands, feeling the heat.

‘So what are your plans while you’re home?’

The fact that she hadn’t asked about Ben made me think she suspected something was up.

‘I thought maybe you’d let me borrow the car so I could drive up to see Laura.’

‘Oh, sure, honey. How is Laura?’

‘She’s good,’ I said. The truth was I hadn’t talked to her since Christmas. I’d forgotten her birthday in April.

‘And the baby?’

‘Good. Everyone’s good.’

Eventually, I would have to tell my parents that I hadn’t purchased a round-trip ticket.

My mom spent about twenty minutes looking for her car keys. She wandered around the house, mumbling to herself, lifting stacks of magazines on the kitchen table and searching her purse over and over again.

‘Saint Anthony!’ She threw up her arms in frustration. Whenever something went missing, she’d call out his name. I’d grown up thinking Saint Anthony stole these things; that he was a friendly little kleptomaniac who borrowed stuff without permission, but always returned it when asked.

My dad found the keys in the bathroom and insisted on giving me gas money on my way out. I was looking forward to the drive. I hadn’t had a car in Tucson; the last time I’d driven was months ago when Donna had been tipsy after leaving a Mexican restaurant.

Ben had always driven when we went anywhere. I was the navigator and DJ. We sang along to Lionel Richie and Carole King and Bob Marley. There were long stretches when we didn’t speak at all and I didn’t feel anxious to fill the car with mindless chatter. I gazed out of the window, held Ben’s hand, and was happy.

He pulled off the road once for a broken-down Hyundai. I never would have done that. I knew nothing about cars. The one time I’d ever stopped for someone, I’d ended up feeling ridiculous. A dog was lying on the side of the road and I drove by twice before stopping to tell someone at the mechanic’s shop on the corner. The man had called to the dog and it ran over. Turned out, it was just taking a nap.

Ben was sheepish as he pulled over. ‘I’m sorry. I just have to.’

‘It’s okay, babe. We’re in no rush.’ I thought it was interesting that he’d picked up on my wariness of strangers (Donna attributed it to my growing up on the east coast), but I liked that he was different. I thought it was sweet.

I got out of the car and waved, but kept myself apart, leaning against the passenger door, trying not to seem anti-social as I checked imaginary email on my cell phone. Ben spent a good twenty minutes with his head under the hood. In the end, the middle-aged couple was rescued by AAA.

We slid back into the car and Ben shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t have felt right if I hadn’t tried.’

Road trips were the most fun part of early couplehood: discovering something new together, feeling like a team. We learned to differentiate between stalactites and stalagmites at Kartchner Caverns, strolled through art galleries in Bisbee, photographed hoodoos at Chiricahua National Monument. We skipped the touristy strip at Tombstone, finding the country’s best sopapillas at a restaurant instead and having wild hotel sex at a Holiday Inn. It was a four-hour drive to Sedona. Those rust-coloured mountains against the blue-blue sky were the first things I’ve ever seen in person that lived up to the photographs. In Santa Fe, I fell more deeply in love with Georgia O’Keeffe at the museum and more in love with Ben as we lay in the grass of the plaza, taking photos of tourists and trees and sky.

I stopped for an iced coffee at Dunkin’ Donuts. Very light and very sweet. I liked to slurp up the wet sugar at the bottom and crunch it between my teeth. I drove with the window down, Dave Matthews singing loudly into the wind.

Laura and I had been juniors when she’d found out she was pregnant. I purchased the test for her at CVS and she took it into one of the stalls in the co-ed restroom on our floor in the dorm. As I waited, I scuffed my sneakers on the old ceramic tiles. They alternated in black and white, although the white ones had yellowed with age. It was a Saturday, so a lot of people had gone away for the weekend. No one came into the restroom while we were there.

She came out of the stall with tears streaming down her face, speechless. I hugged her and we walked down the hall back to our room. She sobbed into a pillow as I sat on the floor and stroked her hair.

She married Kyle three months later in a quaint chapel on the seacoast of New Hampshire, where she’d grown up. She wore a simple white dress and I stood beside her in something we’d picked out at JCPenney. She wasn’t yet showing, which had been so important to her. She was the most beautiful bride I’d ever seen as she stood at the front of the church, dark hair falling in soft waves over her shoulders, promising to honour and keep Kyle as long as they both should live.

In fact, Kyle was sweet but, as my nana would say, he was never going to set the world on fire. He was quiet and seemed always to be uncomfortable in any situation. He was the complete opposite of Laura, who had ever been the loudest voice in the room. She was always up for an adventure, while he seemed content with small things. Laura was wild and hilarious and brave. Kyle wasn’t at all the person I’d have chosen for her. It was clear that he loved her, though, and I decided that was what was most important.

Kyle got a delivery job in Worcester and they rented the first floor of a small yellow house. Laura waddled around campus during our senior year, immune to the looks of pity she inspired from her classmates. She managed to graduate on time with a degree in psychology. She had once hoped to go to graduate school in California. The way things had worked out, she hadn’t applied anywhere.

I hadn’t called Laura to tell her I was coming because I thought she’d have a harder time being mad at me in person. I wasn’t worried that she wouldn’t be there. Isabel was just over a year old now and I imagined them spending most of their time at home. Even if she wasn’t there, I thought the drive would do me good.

I’m a smart girl. I’ve never understood those women who stay with men who hit them. As much as I could feel sorry for them, there was always a part of me that thought they were just weak. Or maybe they didn’t have enough money or family support so they had no choice but to stay. I wasn’t any of those women. I wouldn’t stay with someone who hit me.

But when he threw a glass across the kitchen and it shattered against the wall behind me, I told myself he hadn’t been trying to hurt me. While I was clearing it up, I cut myself on one of the tiny shards. But that was my own fault.

The first time he did hurt me, I thought maybe it was an accident. We were sitting across the table from Donna and Dave at a bar. They had just started dating and Donna begged me not to leave them alone because she was so nervous. So when Ben announced we had to be going, I caught Donna’s desperate look and returned it with a confident smile. ‘Come on, babe. We can stay a little longer,’ I said, nudging him with my elbow. ‘It isn’t even eleven yet. Don’t be a party pooper.’

Ben reached for my hand under the table. ‘I have to get up early, honey.’

I turned toward him and huffed, rolling my eyes. I opened my mouth to make a further protest when he began squeezing my hand so hard that I coughed to cover a whimper.

As we left, Donna’s eyes accused me of treachery.

On the way home in the car, he swore he hadn’t meant to squeeze so hard. Then he told me it had made him feel like crap when I’d rolled my eyes. ‘It’s like you think I’m a moron. Like you don’t give a shit about me. I mean, do you care about me at all?’

By the time we got home, I was apologizing to him.

Then one morning, as my cereal was warming in the microwave, he shoved me against the refrigerator. We were arguing about the phone bill or the electric bill, or both. I hadn’t even realized he was getting angry. One minute I was setting the orange juice on the counter; the next I was crashing into a kitchen appliance. He held me by my upper arms and gave me a shake, knocking nearly all the refrigerator magnets onto the linoleum. We looked into each other’s eyes, the lack of recognition seemingly mutual. The microwave beeped and he walked out, leaving me stunned and trembling in a pile of postcards and coupons and to-do lists.

As I watched his fingerprints darken on my biceps, I decided I wasn’t going to wait for him to hit me. I moved back in with Donna, but I didn’t tell her what had happened. Ben would come by while she was at work, ring the bell and knock for an hour, but I wouldn’t open the door. He’d leave me flowers and letters on the front steps. He wrote me an eloquent apology in boyish handwriting, swore he’d go to therapy so it would never happen again.

I told him to go to hell. I wasn’t one of those women.

After about a month, Donna and I started talking about moving into a two-bedroom place again. I started thinking about him as a disaster I had narrowly escaped.

[image: image]

As I arrived, I noticed Laura’s jeep was in the driveway. It was a warm July day in New England and all the windows were down, which made me think they must have gone out that morning. The back seat was cluttered with Isabel’s toys and the car seat was covered with Cheerios dust.

Laura pulled the front door open before I was up the front steps. ‘Riley?’ She spoke as if she thought she was seeing things.

I laughed as she threw her arms around me, picked me up and spun me around on the porch. ‘What are you doing home?’ she asked, as she pulled me into the house and shut the door.

I sighed. ‘Long story.’

‘Well, come in and sit down. Can I get you a drink?’

‘No, I’m fine. Where’s Isabel?’

‘Napping,’ she said, with an expression of relief.

We sat next to each other on the couch.

‘So, what’s going on?’ She was beaming at me. She was expecting good news. ‘I haven’t talked to you in for ever. Tell me everything.’

‘I know. I’m a rotten friend. I’m so sorry I forgot your birthday.’

Laura waved her hand in the air, like she was shooing a fly. ‘Don’t even worry about that,’ she said. ‘I’ll forget yours this year if it makes you feel any better.’

I smiled. ‘Deal.’

Laura reached over and inspected my left hand. ‘Well, no ring.’

‘Oh, God, no.’ It hadn’t even dawned on me that she’d be thinking that. ‘We broke up,’ I said.

Her face fell in sympathy. ‘What happened?’

I opened my mouth to offer something vague about it being complicated when the baby monitor began to cough out a signal that Isabel’s nap was over.

‘Hold that thought,’ Laura said, patting my knee and leaving the room. There was something so maternal about her every movement now.

She came back in with Isabel perched on her hip, rubbing her eyes. ‘You remember Auntie Riley,’ Laura said, although I was pretty sure that was impossible. The last time I’d seen the child she’d been a squirmy little ball in a bassinet. I’d been afraid to hold her.

‘You’re so big!’ I cooed, as she hid her face in Laura’s chest.

‘You’re gonna play shy?’ Laura laughed, handing her a bottle of apple juice, which Isabel latched onto immediately. ‘She can be a little cranky when she wakes up. Sorta like you.’

When we’d lived together, Laura was always awake before me. She’d try to let me sleep in on Saturday mornings, but when she couldn’t take it any more, she’d jump on top of me. I’d wake up with her much too cheerful face in mine, her knee pressing into my bladder.

Before she could remember what we’d been talking about, I changed the subject. ‘So, how’s married life?’

She smiled like she had a secret. ‘It’s been great. Really. I mean, it’s nothing like I thought it would be. You know, my life.’ She kissed the top of Isabel’s head. ‘But I’ve never been so happy.’

‘And Kyle?’

‘He’s good. He works too much,’ she said. ‘I mean, it’s hard on him to be the only one working – well, you know, getting a paycheck.’

Isabel was starting to wake up. She had curly wisps of golden brown hair and big blue eyes. She looked up at Laura as she spoke, holding her bottle with plump hands that dimpled at the knuckles.

‘It’s hard for both of us,’ Laura continued. ‘It just really takes a lot. But it’s totally worth it.’

I nodded. ‘I can see that.’

Laura fanned her face with her hand. ‘Look at me, getting all misty.’

Isabel reached her arms toward me and her bottle fell to the floor.

‘Oh, no more shy girl?’ Laura asked. She passed Isabel to me and leaned over to pick up the bottle.

‘Hey there,’ I said. The baby wrapped her arms around my neck.

‘She likes you.’ Laura smiled as Isabel settled herself on my lap and reached for my earrings. ‘Careful. She pulls.’

I looked down at her little round face. ‘No, no, no,’ I whispered, carefully prying her fingers free of my hoops and shaking my head. She pouted. I was afraid she’d start to cry, but she moved on, prodding my nose and pulling on my lips. ‘Eye?’ she asked, extending a chubby finger and poking me in the eye.

I blinked and Laura laughed. ‘Yes, eye.’ We nodded in unison.

‘Let me know if you want me to take her back,’ Laura offered.

‘We’re fine,’ I said, blowing a raspberry and getting a lukewarm response.

‘It’s so good to have you home.’ Laura sighed.

It did feel good to be there with her. Even though so much had changed, I felt more myself sitting on that couch with Laura than I had in a long time. Suddenly I didn’t know why I had kept her in the dark about everything. I wanted to confess it all, to cry with her and have her tell me I’d be all right.

Isabel poked me in the stomach. ‘Baby,’ she said.

My face flushed.

‘Hey, kiddo, you spoiled my surprise,’ Laura said, mussing up Isabel’s hair and looking at me. The mist was back in her eyes.

BEN

It took me three days to get the balls to go to Donna’s place. I realized that the more time that passed, the more extraordinary my apology would have to be. I bought Riley tulips at the grocery store. Tulips are her favourite. Even though I was sure she’d still be mad, she couldn’t help being just a little impressed.

My footsteps seemed so loud against the pavement. I was wearing my dress shoes, cargo pants with a belt, and my shirt tucked in. It didn’t seem right to wear jeans and sneakers. I wanted her to know I was serious.

I knew that Riley had to be there. It was where she’d gone the last time she’d left. It was the only place she could be. No one answered when I knocked, but Donna’s car was in the parking lot so I knew she was home. I could be patient. I sat down on the front steps, thinking Riley might be trying to gather her thoughts. I mean, I’d had all morning to think about what I was going to say. I was prepared. Riley didn’t like to be caught off guard. She liked to know how everything was going to play out.

I’d been sitting there for about half an hour when the door opened. I jumped to my feet and took a few steps forward. Donna was standing in the doorway with her arms crossed. She had big tits and wasn’t ashamed of them, like some girls. She was wearing a turquoise tank top that showed off a nice bit of cleavage. Her dark red curls were pulled back in a ponytail and she was scowling.

‘She’s not here, Ben.’

‘Come on, Donna.’ I gave her a look to convey that I wasn’t buying her story. ‘Just let me in.’

‘No, Ben.’ I didn’t like the way she said my name. It was like she’d forgotten we were supposed to be friends.

‘This is between Riley and me,’ I told her. ‘I just need to talk to her for a minute.’

‘I’m telling you, she isn’t here.’ It was clear that she was sticking to her story. Donna and I glared at each other for a long moment. Then I put my hand on the door above her head and shoved it open.

Dave was sitting in the kitchen. I hadn’t expected that. He stood up when I came through the door.

‘Hey, man, what the hell do you think you’re doing?’

‘Stay out of this.’ I walked past him toward the back of the apartment. I was starting to panic. This wasn’t going the way I’d imagined. I was carrying the flowers upside-down and bits of baby’s breath scattered at my feet.

‘Riley!’ I threw open the door to the bedroom. The bed was unmade and there were clothes all over the floor, but no Riley. The apartment was pretty small. She wasn’t there. The realiza -tion made me catch my breath. My head was spinning.

‘I told you,’ Donna said, turning her back on me to get something out of a cabinet. She placed two lunch plates on the counter and reached into the bread bag. I couldn’t believe it. She was just making sandwiches as if I wasn’t even there, as if the conversation was over.

‘Where is she?’ My arms felt so heavy. It was hard to stand there with my head up.

She turned to me then and put her hands on her hips. ‘I’m not going to tell you that, Ben.’ She was looking me straight in the eye, enunciating each word like English wasn’t my first language.

‘Tell me where she is!’ I screamed, walking into the kitchen.

Dave stepped between us, putting his hand on my shoulder. ‘You need to leave now.’

‘Donna,’ I pleaded with her. I felt like I was about to start crying and it was pissing me off.

She turned back to the coffee. We were finished talking.

‘Dave, where is she?’ I shook his hand off my shoulder. ‘I just need to talk to her. Come on, man. You know how it is.’

‘No, Ben, actually I don’t.’ He ran his hand through his hair. His face was getting red. ‘You and I have nothing in common. I should kick your ass right now for implying that we do.’ He shifted his weight and seemed to think about what he had just said, as though he hadn’t known he wanted to kick my ass until he’d said it. Dave was a big guy, but I couldn’t really imagine him throwing a punch.

‘You want to kick my ass?’ I leaned toward him. We were already standing pretty close.

‘Dave,’ Donna said quietly, as if in warning.

‘Get out of here and don’t come back or I will kick your ass,’ Dave said, coming to a compromise that would work for everyone.

I threw the flowers onto the kitchen table and left.

I couldn’t imagine where else she would have gone. Besides Donna, I couldn’t think of a single other person Riley spent time with. It wasn’t like she was anti-social but she just didn’t make a lot of superficial connections with people. She didn’t hang out at the mall with her co-workers or anything like that. Riley and Donna were like two peas in a pod.

I was already feeling guilty for acting like such a prick in front of Donna and Dave. It wasn’t like they’d done anything to deserve my anger – they were just being good friends to Riley. They’d been looking at me as if I was some kind of maniac. Things would be tense for a while once we started hanging out all together again. That was for sure.

Riley hadn’t wanted to have sex right away. Neither of us was a virgin, but she had this theory about anticipation being a good thing.

We’d spend hours on my couch, making out. One benefit of having no money is that we had to stay in a lot. We kept up the pretence of renting movies for a while. I’ve seen just the first five minutes of about a dozen.

The night she first kissed me, we were on my couch until four in the morning. She had her head tucked under my chin and her hair smelt like vanilla. I thought I should have been uncomfortable, scrunched up and sharing a couch that wasn’t really big enough for one of us, but I wasn’t.

‘Do you want me to take you home?’ I asked her, knowing that pretty soon I’d be too tired to drive.

‘Do you want to take me home?’

I didn’t answer her. But neither of us moved.

The nights when Riley stayed over, I never got any sleep but I didn’t care. I liked having someone to brush my teeth with. I liked how she wore my T-shirts to sleep in. I liked finding her razor in my shower. When she was in my bed, I spent a lot of time watching her sleep, which was something I couldn’t remember ever doing with anyone else.

I hadn’t had a serious girlfriend since high school. Cindy Meyers. And we didn’t have many sleepovers. We’d had sex for the first time on prom night, like a cliché, and if I’d had trouble falling asleep then, it was from worry over my performance. Cindy snored lightly in the bed next to me as headlights from Interstate 10 streamed through the flimsy shades, bending across the walls and ceilings of our cheap motel room. Over that summer, we’d managed to find a few more moments to be alone. It always ended quickly, leaving me feeling spent and ashamed, in spite of her kind reassurances. She went to college in California, and when she left, I was heartbroken, but also relieved.

Since I’d lived on my own, I’d dated several women. A few weeks here, a few months there. Never a one-night stand. I wasn’t that kind of guy. I didn’t have the talent for chatting up a girl at a bar, didn’t understand how other guys did it. The subtext of the conversation – that all you wanted was sex, even if it was all she wanted – made me feel bad. Like a bad person.

One night when Riley and I were fooling around, she leaned into my ear and whispered, ‘I’m on the pill.’

It was the sexiest thing I had ever heard.

She offered a shy smile and her eyes flashed with mischief.

She kissed me slowly, straddling me with her hands on my chest for support. We looked right into each other’s eyes. I discovered a constellation of freckles scattered across her abdomen. My fingertips travelled across her nipples. She bit her bottom lip and moaned, softly at first, then louder. She rocked her hips back and forth as I moved inside her. The ceiling fan blew her long hair around her face, like ribbons on a kite.

Afterwards, she lay beside me, her bare breasts rising with each breath. She always slept flat on her back. Her face was tilted toward me. She had a chickenpox scar above her right eyebrow. It looked like it had been stamped there by the o key of an old-fashioned typewriter. Her left hand rested on her belly and her right arm crossed her chest, reaching for me. Her fingertips grazed my ribs. I could see her heart beating through her chest. Her hand grew heavier and her breathing became more even. I closed my eyes.

‘I love you,’ I whispered, and drifted to sleep myself.

RILEY

The first time Ben told me he loved me, he’d thought I was asleep.

That night, we’d had dinner at a pizza place on Fourth Avenue. The summer evening was only gradually releasing its grip on the heat of the day. The air-conditioning in Ben’s car wasn’t working and as we drove back and forth, looking for a parking space, I was wishing I’d worn another shirt. My pale green button-up was a darker shade at the armpits.

Inside, the misery of the heat was quickly forgotten. We sat by the window and looked out on what could have been a pleasant evening. The waitress brought us menus and crayons. The tablecloth was a sheet of blank paper. The walls were covered with the drawings of past customers: portraits and comic heroes, vampires with bloody fangs and busty women in curve-hugging leather. It resembled a tattoo parlour.

We each ordered some water. I drew a line between us, dividing the drawing space.

‘What looks good?’ he asked, reading the menu.

‘Anything. I’m starving. You pick.’ I drew an orange circle in the top left corner.

‘My mom invited us for dinner on Sunday.’

‘Okay.’ I made red and yellow lines jutting out of the circle.

‘We don’t have to go.’

‘I like your mom.’

He reached for a green crayon. ‘What are your parents like?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Like parents.’

‘Are you close?’

‘Yeah. I mean, sort of. My mom and I used to be really close. Too close.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t think she really wanted me to grow up.’

‘Were they strict?’

‘Oh, yeah. Typical Irish-Catholic stuff. Church on Sunday. Don’t talk back. Clean your plate. Home by ten.’

He smiled. ‘Did you ever break the rules? Sneak out?’

‘Nope.’ I drew a green stem with two leaves, reached for a pink crayon. ‘My mother used to say they ruled as a benign dictatorship. I think they ran things like Foucault’s Panopticon.’

Ben looked up from his crayons, scowling.

‘The Panopticon is a model for a jail where the prisoners don’t know when the guards are watching so they start policing themselves. It’s a metaphor for the way societies create well-behaved, self-disciplining citizens.’ I shrugged. ‘I could be a little stubborn, pout when I didn’t get my way. But, for the most part, I was neurotically well behaved.’

‘Did you go nuts when you went off to college?’

I bit my lip. ‘A little.’

He raised an eyebrow. The waitress came over and took our order.

‘What about you?’ I asked, when she had left. ‘Were you a good kid?’

‘Mostly. I sort of had to be. My mom had enough to worry about.’

‘You don’t really talk about your dad.’

‘Not much to say.’

I made the flower into a tulip.

He put down his crayon. ‘He was an alcoholic. He and my mom split up when I was really young. We don’t have a relationship.’

‘Do you wish you did?’

‘No.’ He picked up his crayon. ‘I used to. When I was in school and kids would talk about their dads. Even when my friends would complain about their dads, like, for making them help around the house or whatever. I couldn’t help feeling a little jealous.’

‘Sure.’

‘I had my mom. She filled in pretty good.’ He stopped drawing, looked up. ‘It’s kind of like I had no father but twice the mother.’

I nodded.

‘What about your dad?’ he asked. ‘You don’t really talk about him either.’

‘No?’ I drew two green hills that met at the root of the tulip. ‘He’s kind of more like background, I guess.’

‘Background?’

‘Yeah, quiet. Not that interested in me.’ I put my crayons away and looked over at his side of the table for the first time.

I gasped. He had drawn me. Even upside-down, I could tell. I got up and stood over his shoulder. It wasn’t exactly like me, and yet, at the same time, it was. It was something about the eyes, the facial expression.

‘Not as good as the original.’ He grinned.

I’d been on the pill since I was nineteen. That was the moment I decided to tell him.

Donna picked up on the third ring.

‘Riley, I’m so glad you called. I miss you already. How are you doing?’

I pressed the phone against my ear and closed my eyes. ‘I miss you, too. So much.’

‘You left your cell phone here.’

‘I know. It was kinda on purpose.’

‘I figured. What’s it like being home?’

‘It’s okay. It’s sort of nice. I’m pretty sure my mom knows something’s up, but she’s not bugging me about it.’

‘Well, that’s good.’

‘Yeah. The fire made the news here. What’s the latest?’ Tucson was in the midst of a huge forest fire.

Donna sighed. ‘It’s dramatic. Yesterday they were reporting that they had it sixty per cent contained. Today it’s flared up again. And still no rain.’

‘Crazy. It’s nice here. I can actually lie outside in the middle of the day without bursting into flames.’

‘I should come visit.’

‘You should! That would be so great.’

‘Yeah. Maybe in a few weeks. I can look at flights. I’m due a vacation.’

‘We could go to the beach. You could meet Laura. We’d have so much fun.’ Somehow, even as I spoke, I knew it wasn’t going to happen.

‘Mmm,’ Donna agreed, and I wondered if she knew it too. ‘Look, Riley, I’ve been debating whether to tell you this but I think I have to.’

I sat up straight. ‘Okay. What is it?’

‘He came by the other day.’

‘Ben?’

‘Yeah. He was looking for you.’

‘What did you tell him?’

‘Nothing. Riley, he was acting nuts. I mean, Dave was here and the two of them almost got into a fight.’

‘Oh, God. I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t apologize for him. Riley, the thing is, as much as I miss you and I hate that you aren’t here any more . . . I’m so glad he can’t get to you. He scared me.’

I fought the urge to tell her not to worry, that he would never really hurt me. I chewed my lower lip. ‘So he doesn’t know where I am?’

‘No. But it’s probably only a matter of time, right? I mean, where else would you go?’

‘I guess.’

‘Have you decided what you’re going to do?’

I held my breath for a moment. Let it out through my nose. ‘Not yet.’

‘Well, there’s no rush. The important thing is that you’re safe now. Everything else will work itself out.’

‘You think?’

‘I know.’

I longed for that kind of certainty.

After I’d moved back in with Donna, I avoided Ben for long enough to think I was over him. I remembered what I liked about being single. I took baths, read books and rediscovered channels on cable I’d been too embarrassed to admit watching. I never worried whether my bra matched my undies. That May, I sat in the apartment complex’s laundry room, on a counter meant for folding, as I reread The Bluest Eye, remembering why it was my favourite book of all time. Every few pages I’d look up to see how many minutes were left on my dryer. An old Hispanic woman shuffled in with a blue plastic laundry basket. We exchanged smiles and commiserated about the heat. It was over a hundred degrees outside and hotter in, the heat from the washers and dryers, running in a room without air-conditioning, making it seem like a sauna.

My hair was tied in a messy knot on top of my head, the wisps clinging to my damp face. My bare legs dangled off the counter, punctuated by flip-flops. Every couple of minutes, a droplet of sweat slid down my back. I’d peel the fabric away from my skin, pulling it back and forth, creating my own little breeze. I didn’t really mind the heat. There was something honest about it, something reliable. On a day like today, an ice cube on cement would disappear into the air in seconds, and I knew it. I had been out here for a year now and that made me feel like I was a legitimate Arizonan. This was what the last days of May in Arizona felt like. I was letting myself feel it.

Ben came in and bumped into the old woman as she was leaving. She shot him a nasty look; he seemed oblivious. I hadn’t seen him in three weeks, if you counted the last time he’d perched on Donna’s doorstep. I’d glimpsed him through the blinds, then returned to the couch and turned up the television volume.

What struck me immediately was how pale he looked. He stood in front of me, not speaking, his arms crossed over his chest. His eyes darted around the room, never seeming to settle on me. He swayed a bit, shuffled his feet, cleared his throat several times.

I thought maybe he was waiting for me to say something. I opened my mouth, without any idea what it would be.

Before I had to decide, he spoke: ‘My dad’s dead.’

I pushed my book out of my lap.

‘I know I shouldn’t be here,’ he said, moving away from me, facing the row of dryers. ‘I just didn’t know where to go.’

I stood up.

‘I should go. I’m sorry.’ He turned to leave but I caught his wrist. I wrapped my arms around him and his hands rested limply on my hips. I held him tightly, in spite of the heat, for silent sweaty minutes. I listened to his breathing, trying to figure out if he was crying. When he started kissing my neck, I didn’t feel like I could pull away. He was so fragile. At least, that was what I told myself to make it okay. It felt so good to have his lips on me, to feel his tongue against mine. It made sense. Kissing him felt like the most normal thing I’d done in weeks.

Later that afternoon, we made love at our apartment. It was ours again. We lay in bed, naked, with the sheets kicked off. He told me a story about the day his father had put his bicycle together and taught him how to ride. It was one of the only good memories he had of him.

He traced a finger along my lips, in circles around my eyes, down the bridge of my nose.

The second time Ben told me he loved me, he looked right into my eyes.

BEN

My father dying was about the only good thing he ever did for me. He and my mother split up when I was six. When he was home, my dad would sit on the couch with his feet on the coffee-table. That is the image I have of him. He’d blow air across the top of his empty beer bottle. My mother would jump at the sound and get him another. People used to think it was cute.

My brother Matt was four years older than me. He used to pick fights with my dad the moment he stepped in the door. It didn’t take a lot to set him off and I know Matt figured he could take the heat off our mom. Sometimes it worked.

I just stayed out of his way whenever he was home. My sister Amy was only three when he left. I’m not even sure she remembers how it was. My mother turning the pages of Goodnight Moon with her wrist in a beige Velcro cast. Learning to hug her gently. Sitting quietly in the back seat as the lady next door drove us all to the emergency room. Matt and I would sit next to each other in the waiting room, talking about He-Man. Amy would sit on Matt’s lap with her face buried in his shirt.

There were some nights when my father didn’t come home at all and my mother used to cry . I never understood that. Those were the only nights I felt like I could breathe.

After he left, I didn’t see him again until I was eighteen. He’d moved to Casa Grande and remarried. During study hall, my senior year of high school, I found his number on the Internet Yellow Pages, wrote it on an index card and carried it around in my wallet all summer, behind my fake ID. I didn’t really plan on calling him, but one night, after walking home from a party the cops had broken up, I did.

I met him for lunch three days later and we sat across from each other at a diner full of orange vinyl booths. I ordered a bacon cheeseburger with curly fries that came in a basket lined with paper and spotted with oil. He talked to me like we were old buddies, equals. He told me dirty jokes and charmed the waitress. He seemed to think we were there to shoot the shit. He had no idea that I was waiting for an apology, an explanation.

He asked if my mom still had a ‘flair for the dramatic’, said he hoped I knew better than to believe everything she said. He didn’t think I could remember.

I thought about maybe kicking his ass now that I was grown. I sat across the counter from him, sizing him up, counting the cigarettes he smoked, only half listening to his stories. Even with his hair greying, his gut spilling over his belt buckle, there was something about him that still intimidated me. It made me sick to my stomach.

We split the check and I never called him again.

Riley went with me to my dad’s funeral. She wore a sleeveless black dress, her hair tied in a ponytail at the base of her neck. She just held my hand the whole time. I don’t think I could have gone without her there.

The first time Riley and I had broken up, I really had gone to see a shrink, like I told her. I saw him three times. Dr Nelson. He wore short-sleeved dress shirts and dress pants that didn’t seem to fit him quite right. I could see his hairy legs above his black socks whenever he was sitting down. He seemed nice enough – struck me as someone who’d been picked on a lot as a kid.

He didn’t have a couch for me to lie on. We sat three feet away from each other, face to face, in the corner of his office. He occasionally scribbled things on a notepad. He told me not to feel self-conscious about it – it was just for his own memory. I hadn’t felt anything at all about it until he told me that.

Dr Nelson would tap his pencil against the side of his glasses as I spoke. His eyebrows knitted together in concentration and he nodded so slightly that I wondered if he had the beginnings of Parkinson’s. He didn’t really say much during our sessions. He asked a lot of questions – about my father, my childhood. How had it made me feel when my father hit my mother? How did I think it had affected me? What had it meant to me to live most of my life without a male role model? What had I learned about men, about anger, about love?

He asked a lot of questions but didn’t give me many answers. He did give me a prescription for Zoloft. A month without Riley, and I was a wreck.

Riley had seemed comforted by the fact that I was on medication. She seemed to think that explained away my temper, as though it was proof that things would be better now. That wasn’t exactly what Dr Nelson had said, but I didn’t tell Riley that. I let her believe what she needed to so she’d come back to me. I think people believe what they want to believe about most things.

I couldn’t answer the phone any more. Its ringing paralysed me. Four rings. Not knowing what I’d do if it was her. Not knowing whether I even wanted it to be her. If I’d have the nerve to pick it up or whether I would just listen to her voice. It always made my heart skip a beat when it was Riley saying, ‘Sorry we’re not here right now. Leave a message and we’ll call you back as soon as we can.’

She would too. She was always really good about that.

I hadn’t returned any of the phone calls.

Beep.

‘Hi, Ben. It’s Mom. Umm, I was just calling to invite you and Riley to dinner some time next week and I wanted to know which night was best for you. So call me. Okay? Okay. Buh-bye.’

Beep.

‘This message is for Riley Thomas? This is Joan from Dr Rosenberg’s office calling to confirm your two-ten appointment on July tenth.’

Beep.

‘Ben. This is Doug. Where were you today? Call me.’

Beep.

‘Ben? This is your mother calling. Are you there? . . . Hmm, I guess I missed you again. Well, I still need to know your schedule so I can plan that dinner. I’m inviting Matt. It’s been a while since I had all my kids together at the same time. So, just let me know if you have a preference. Otherwise we’ll have to go by Matt’s schedule. Call me! Love you, baby. Buh-bye.’

Beep.

‘Doug again. You’d better call me if you have a good reason for this disappearing act. Otherwise, consider yourself fired.’

Beep.

‘Hey, Ben. Mom says you’re MIA. Call me back.’

‘Matt?’ My voice cracked a bit from lack of use. A moment passed and I thought he had hung up.

‘Hey. You are there.’

‘Yeah, I’m here.’

‘Screening calls?’

‘Sort of.’

‘I guess I should feel honoured that you picked up for me, eh?’ Matt chuckled.

‘Yeah.’ I tried to chuckle back. It hurt my ribs and came out like a cough.

‘So Mom’s bugging me ’cause you don’t call her back. What’s that about?’

‘Oh, yeah. I keep forgetting. She’s planning a dinner or something?’

‘Yeah. She’s decided it’s been too long since we had dinner as a family. She’s making lasagne, I think. We’re supposed to agree on a night.’

‘You and me?’ I was stalling.

‘Yeah. I guess Amy doesn’t get a vote. So when are you free?’

‘Umm, I don’t know.’

‘Need to check with Riley?’

I hesitated. ‘Uh, yeah, I’ll check with Riley and call Mom tonight.’

Sometimes it was just easier to lie.

‘Okay, well, you do that. I told Mom any night except Saturday. I have a blind date.’

‘Oh?’ I tried to sound interested.

‘Yeah, don’t ask.’

‘Okay.’ I was relieved.

‘All right, man. I guess I’ll see you this week, then.’

‘Yep.’

‘Later.’

I pressed the hang-up button and leaned back. I liked the version of my life that I had sold to Matt. It felt good thinking about Riley coming home from work. Tossing her purse on the kitchen table and collapsing on the couch next to me. The way she would lean her head on my shoulder when she was tired. I’d kiss her forehead and we’d talk about how the day had been. I’d tell her about my mom’s dinner and we’d compare our work schedules for that week. She was the first girl I’d been with who didn’t mind spending time with my family. She’d help my mom in the kitchen while Matt and I sat on the patio with our beers. Their laughter would float out of the window, filling the yard. Even Amy liked her, which was a first. They’d talk about books and boys, their heads together, voices low.

I kept watching the door.

RILEY

Gracie was on the porch, wagging her tail. My dad was talking to her as he turned the steaks on the grill. Flames burst up, then settled. I couldn’t hear what he was saying. He talked puppy nonsense in a low voice.

I put the steak knives on the right, blades in. Setting the table had always been my job growing up. Whenever I was mad at my older brother, I used to lay his knife with the blade out. Passive aggressive. Nothing had ever come of it.

My mom walked quickly down the hallway carrying a pot in each hand. I set out the pot holders just in time. The small pot held green peas, the medium one mashed potatoes.

‘You keeping an eye on mine?’ she called out to the porch. She liked her bacon burned, her steak rare.

He didn’t answer, just came in with it on a plate. He put it on the table, made a cut into the middle, and held it apart with fork and knife so she could see the red fleshy centre.

‘How’s that?’ he asked, as the steak bled.

She nodded. ‘Just right.’ She patted him on the back, between the shoulders. He slid the steak onto her plate and returned to the porch. Gracie followed, tail wagging, hopeful.

My mom sat down across from me and scooped some mashed potatoes. Two scoops for my dad. She handed the pot to me and reached for the peas. They rolled around in the steak juices on her plate, into the potatoes on his. She hesitated one spoonful before the pot was empty and offered it to me, smiling.

‘No, thanks,’ I answered, and she spooned the last of the peas for him.

My dad came in with Gracie close on his heels. He set a plate in front of me and cut it for my inspection. It was pink in the middle, bloodless.

I shrugged. ‘Looks good to me.’

He shut the door to the porch. ‘Go lie down,’ he said to Gracie, and she did. He took his seat, poured himself a glass of red wine. The yellow sticker on the bottle said ‘$8.99’.

I’d made it through the week without revealing too much, but weekends were treacherous. Too many opportunities for conversation.

‘Sure was hot today,’ my mom said, brushing her dark hair off her forehead, behind her ear.

‘Nothing like the heat in Tucson, I’m sure,’ my dad said, through a mouthful of potato.

I nodded. My stomach tightened. ‘We don’t have mosquitoes like this, though.’

‘They’ve been just brutal this year,’ my mom said.

‘It’s all the water and humidity,’ my dad explained. ‘Tucson’s heat is a dry heat.’

I nodded again. My glass of water was perspiring on the table.

‘My oven’s a dry heat, too,’ my mom said.

My dad smiled into his plate.

The phone rang and my mom pushed her chair back from the table.

‘Let the machine get it,’ my dad mumbled, but she was already walking down the hallway. He shook his head, and stuffed a forkful of peas into his mouth.

‘It’s Ben,’ she said, holding the phone out to me.

The surprise I felt was illogical. I had been home for a week, and with every day that passed, it had become easier to believe that I had simply vanished from that other world.

I took the phone from her and smiled. ‘I’ll just take it in my room.’

I think she was trying to figure me out by watching my face.

‘How did you get this number?’ I asked, keeping my voice low as I closed my bedroom door.

‘Riley.’

He said my name. He said it softly the way he used to whisper it into my ear when we were making love. I felt my jaw loosen and I couldn’t talk over the lump in my throat. Neither of us spoke for a long time.

‘I found this number on the phone bill,’ he said finally, as if I’d been waiting for an answer.

I sat on the edge of my bed.

‘I miss you,’ he said.

I shrugged to myself. ‘I miss you too.’

‘Then come home.’

‘I can’t, Ben. I can’t.’

‘But I love you. I’m sorry.’ There was another long pause as he waited for a reply I didn’t have. ‘Just tell me what to do.’

‘There’s nothing to do.’

‘Don’t say that.’ His voice was thick and seemed to come from a part of his throat I wasn’t familiar with. ‘I don’t believe that. There’s always something you can do. Riley.’ He took a deep breath, held it for a few seconds before continuing. ‘Riley, I love you. You can’t just give up on me. Please. Don’t you love me?’

I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed my forehead into the palm of my free hand. ‘Don’t ask me that. It’s not fair and it doesn’t matter.’

‘How can you say that?’

My fingers and thumb applied pressure to my temples. ‘You know why I left. I’m not going to argue with you about it. I wish you weren’t someone I had to protect myself from.’

‘Just give me another chance.’

‘I’m hanging up now.’

‘Wait.’

‘Goodbye.’

I left the phone off the hook, took a deep breath, and returned to the dining room.

[image: image]

I stood in the restaurant parking lot when my shift was over. Tomorrow was Independence Day and the sun had been sleeping for hours. Since monsoon season hadn’t yet begun, the nights were as warm as the days. The pavement trapped the heat in all afternoon and released it into the air after dark. I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. There was nowhere to sit and I’d been on my feet all day.

Ben pulled up about twenty minutes late. I climbed into the car. It seemed to take all the energy I had left to pull the door closed behind me. Ben started to slide his hand up my thigh and under my skirt. I swatted him away and turned up the AC so that it blew my hair wildly.

‘Cranky,’ he accused, pulling the car out onto the main road with a slight squeal of tyres.

‘You’re late.’ I sighed, leaning my head back and closing my eyes.

‘Yeah. I met the guys after work for a beer.’

I raised my eyelids halfway and looked at him without turning my head. ‘A beer?’

He smirked. ‘A few beers,’ he corrected.

I sat up. I could smell the alcohol in the car now. I could see the flush of his cheeks. ‘You’re drunk?’

‘Don’t start,’ he snapped.

We were silent the rest of the way home. All I could think about was that I was supposed to have got my period six days ago. During the month we’d been broken up, I’d been less than religious about my pill taking. I had wanted to talk to Ben about it but couldn’t seem to find the words. For days, every time I sat on the toilet, I checked the toilet paper for signs that the bleeding had started. It seemed like the First Response ad played during every commercial break, just to taunt me.

I gripped the handle on the car door as we cut someone off. They honked and Ben gave them the finger. I felt like being afraid for my life might be the least of my worries.

I imagined dying in the wreck. (Maybe Ben would live. Don’t the drunk drivers always survive?) After the autopsy, they’d discover I had been pregnant and everyone would be even more devastated. Do they do autopsies after car accidents? Maybe no one would ever have to know.

They’d send my body back to Massachusetts and some priest I’d never met would stand by my casket, talking about me to a church full of people who were supposed to actually know me.

I kicked off my shoes as we walked through the door.

‘So how long do I get the silent treatment?’ Ben asked, throwing his arms into the air in an exaggerated gesture of annoyance.

‘This isn’t the silent treatment. I just have nothing to say to you. I’m disgusted by you right now.’

‘Why do you have to make such a big deal out of it? I’m fine to drive. I know how much I can handle.’

‘Yeah. I imagine that’s what every drunk driver says right before they kill someone.’

‘Oh, man. You are such a drama queen!’ He slapped his thighs and laughed.

‘What? Fuck you, Ben. Excuse me if I don’t like being trapped in a car with a drunk.’

‘Take the bus next time, then.’

‘You know what? If I’d known you’d be driving drunk, I would have.’

‘Fine.’

‘Fine? You’re an asshole.’ I turned to walk away.

‘Watch your mouth.’

I turned back. ‘Don’t tell me to watch my mouth. If you act like an asshole, be prepared to be called an asshole!’

‘Then be prepared to be called a bitch, bitch,’ he sneered.

It was feeling just like a fight I’d had with my brother in high school.

‘You have no right to be pissed at me,’ I said, pointing a finger at him. ‘You’re the one behaving like an alcoholic. Do you want to turn into your father?’

The back of his hand crashed into the side of my face so fast. I didn’t have time to duck. I fell to the floor, more from shock than from the impact, I think. My knees buckled beneath me and I slumped to one side, the base of my left palm pounding into the carpet and keeping me from falling on my face.

I looked at him with my mouth open, mutely. I didn’t cry. He rubbed both of his hands over his face as if to erase the image of me. I was still there staring at him when he looked again.

‘Jesus Christ!’ he yelled, grabbing his car keys and dashing toward the door. He turned back to me, motionless on the floor. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he said again, yanking the door open and leaving in a rush.

I sat there for a while, my face throbbing. My teeth had sliced into the flesh inside my mouth. I spat blood into my hand and stared at it. I got up finally, noting the runs in my nylons, and went to the sink to clean up.

BEN

I tore out of the apartment that night, my keys pressed sharply in my fist. My first thought was to drive up the Catalina Highway toward Mount Lemmon but they had stopped letting cars up since the fire. I watched it smoke as I went up Interstate 10 and got off at the exit for Tangerine, driving away from the strip malls and apartment complexes. The land got really flat except for the house trailers and saguaros.

There was nowhere I could go. I couldn’t go home to Riley. The look in her eyes was still making me retch. I couldn’t go to my mother’s. What would I say?

When I was six years old, she’d packed each of us a suitcase and piled us into the station wagon without a word about where we were going. We’d spent several months in a two-bedroom ranch with my grandparents. The four of us shared the bedroom my mother had grown up in. Her dresser was still covered with trophies from spelling bees and science fairs. Matt had a sleeping-bag on the floor. Amy slept in a large white crib against the wall. My mom and I shared the twin bed and a scratchy blue blanket. She’d hold me against her body until she fell asleep, murmuring into my hair.

I pulled onto the dirt shoulder, rolled the windows down and turned off the engine. It was too hot to think or to sleep so I leaned back and watched the mountain burning in the distance, wishing I had a cigarette.

It had to have been her maternal antennae sensing something was wrong. That was why she kept calling, the lilt of her voice getting just a bit edgier with each unreturned message. The guilt weighed on me: making her worry just added to my list of sins. I had no excuse; I certainly wasn’t busy. The only reason I left the apartment was to get more cigarettes.

Amy was in the kitchen when I got to the house. I could see her through the window as I let myself in at the front door. She looked up from the sandwich she was making and scrunched up her face. ‘You look like shit,’ she said, tossing a knife into the sink and returning the mayonnaise to the refrigerator.

‘Thanks.’ I sat at the kitchen table and took off my sun -glasses.

Amy set down her sandwich and sat across from me. She had recently chopped off her blonde hair. It now ended abruptly at her chin. She left dark red lipstick marks on the white bread of her sandwich. Her eyes were lined in black. Riley never wore a lot of makeup. She had a little pot of lip-gloss she applied with her finger. She always tasted like raspberries.

‘So what’s wrong with you?’ she asked casually. She was trying to pretend she didn’t really care. It was sweet.

‘Nothing. How’s school?’ I rubbed my hand across my week-old stubble.

Amy tilted her head and her brow wrinkled. ‘It’s summer, Ben.’

‘I know, I know,’ I said quickly, rolling my eyes. ‘How were your grades?’

She shrugged. ‘I did okay. I got a C in Statistics, but the rest were As and Bs.’

‘Figured out your major yet?’

She groaned. ‘Let’s talk about something else. How’s Riley?’

I flinched. ‘We broke up,’ I said, pressing my hands flat against the table top, stretching my fingers apart. Riley used to tell me she loved my hands.

‘Ooh.’ Amy nodded with her mouth full of lettuce. She was a vegetarian. I wondered what else vegetarians put in sandwiches. ‘That explains it. Well, what happened?’

I was avoiding eye contact. ‘Stuff.’ Riley liked to hold hands about all the time. When I was driving, she’d lay her hand over mine on the gear shift. We’d listen to the radio and she’d squeeze out the beat to songs she liked.

‘Hmm. Stuff.’ Amy was waiting for me to go on. ‘Is Mom home?’ I asked, knowing full well that she was.

Amy sighed. ‘Yeah, she’s upstairs reading.’

I nodded, still looking at my hands.

‘So that’s really all you’re going to tell me?’ she asked, her blue eyes wide with exasperation.

‘There’s nothing more to tell,’ I answered.

Amy got up and put her empty plate in the sink. ‘Well, I’d love to grill you further, but I have to get to work.’ She put her hand on my shoulder. ‘I hope you feel better.’ She grabbed her purse off the counter and walked to the bottom of the stairs. ‘Mom, Ben’s here with a broken heart,’ she called. She spun around, blew me a kiss, and skipped out.

In moments, my mother was sweeping down the stairs, one hand on the banister, looking like something out of an old Hollywood movie. She wore a shapeless white dress with buttons down the front. Her pale-blonde hair was twisted up and held in place with a pencil. She was still wearing her reading glasses.

I stood up and she threw her arms around my neck, kissing me on each cheek. ‘What a lovely surprise.’ She beamed. ‘Can I get you something to drink? I didn’t hear you come in. Your sister’s not a very good hostess, is she?’

She flitted over to the cabinet to get glasses and then to the refrigerator. It looked like a dance. She could easily have passed for twenty years younger than she was.

‘This is freshly brewed,’ she explained, handing me a tall glass of iced tea. ‘Let’s go sit outside.’

I followed her to the patio. She turned on the mister overhead and we sat in the shade cast by the upstairs porch. It was 110 degrees.

‘I think we lost Buddy to the javelinas,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘He hasn’t been home since Thursday.’

Buddy was our cat. He was probably twelve years old. I wasn’t really sure how I felt about him being eaten by wild pigs. I thought it should have bothered me more. I didn’t really know what to say about it so I just shook my head the way my mother was shaking hers.

‘I like you with a beard,’ she said cheerfully. ‘But you really need a haircut. I could do it for you if you want.’

‘That’s okay.’

‘I could go get my scissors and just give you a trim while we talk.’

‘No, thanks.’ If she’d asked once more, I would probably have given in. Her energy was making me tired.

Less than a month ago we were all sitting out in the yard – Riley, Amy, my mother and I. It was a comfortable, almost cool, night. Riley and I were sharing a lounge chair, snuggled up, watching the fire in the sky. Mount Lemmon was burning. During the day, all that was visible was the smoke. At night, the blaze glowed brightly through the darkness.

Riley and I stayed in the yard all night, long after everyone else had gone to bed. Our first date had been at the top of Mount Lemmon. We’d had pie at the little tourist village called Summerhaven, where the altitude keeps temperatures about twenty degrees cooler than the city. She’d ordered blackberry and I’d had chocolate cream. We traded plates back and forth across the table. Once the pie was gone, we drank cup after cup of coffee until the sun set and we were shivering.

That night in my mother’s back yard, the two of us watched the flames as if we could will the fire to stop. By morning, only three hundred acres had been lost. We went back to our apart -ment feeling a mysterious power and celebrating our victory by going to sleep. We woke up from our nap to find that the wind had picked up and the flames had consumed the village and another four thousand acres of trees.

Riley sat on the floor in front of the television, watching the news footage with tears in her eyes.

‘Are you crying?’ I asked, making an effort to chuckle. On the television screen, the mountain looked like a volcano.

‘No,’ she said, scowling. She tried to blink them away, but a tear slid down the end of her nose and fell onto the carpet.

I sat down on the couch behind her. I never knew what to say when people cried. It made me feel itchy.

‘It’s just—’ She took a deep breath. ‘I was thinking. Now it isn’t going to be there, you know, years from now. We won’t be able to bring our kids there.’

‘Our kids?’

She got to her feet, wiped her face and groaned. ‘Never mind.’

I smirked at her as she blushed and looked away. She started to walk to the kitchen but I caught her arm and pulled her onto my lap. ‘You want to have my babies,’ I teased her.

She squirmed with embarrassment. I laughed at her.

She’d been so sure of us then.

The fire was still burning. It had destroyed more than eighty thousand acres by now. Over a quarter of the Santa Catalina Mountain Range. It was out of control. It would burn itself out and leave behind a barren black forest. There was nothing anyone could do. I watched the huge, billowing smoke fill the sky.

My mother sat Indian style in the patio chair, sipping her tea. ‘You don’t return phone calls any more.’

‘Yeah. Sorry about that.’

She shrugged. I was forgiven. ‘All right, so what’s this about a broken heart?’

‘Riley and I split up.’

She frowned. ‘Again?’ She liked Riley, used to joke that she’d be willing to trade me for her.

I gripped my glass of iced tea, but didn’t lift it. It was full and my hands were shaking. ‘This time she moved home.’

‘Where is she from again?’

‘Massachusetts.’

‘Wow. And she moved all the way back there?’

‘Yeah.’

‘When?’ My mother sipped her tea. The ice cubes crashed into each other quietly.

‘I guess about a week ago.’

‘What happened?’

I wished I hadn’t left my sunglasses in the kitchen. ‘We had a fight.’

‘About?’

‘Well, that’s not really important.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘So what is important?’

My mother was good at getting right to the heart of a matter. This was the kind of question she asked about most things, about life in general.

I could feel my breathing getting faster. I inhaled deeply and tried to let it out slowly. ‘She made me really angry and I just totally lost it.’

‘What does that mean?’ She set her glass on the table in front of her.

‘I guess I sort of freaked out. I think I scared her.’

‘Scared her how?’

‘Well, it’s just . . . I don’t think she’d ever seen me so mad. I don’t think I’d ever been so mad.’

‘What were you so mad about?’

I fidgeted in my seat, leaning back with my legs wide, then sitting forward, more compact. ‘I don’t really know exactly. She pushed my buttons. I just wanted her to shut up, you know?’

Her forehead crinkled. She tilted her head at me. ‘No,’ she said slowly. ‘So, you scared her with your temper?’

‘I guess. I mean, it was actually more than that.’

‘More?’

‘I kind of . . . I slapped her.’

My mother gasped. The colour drained from her face. Even her lips seemed to turn pale. ‘You hit her?’ Her voice was trembling.

I nodded.

‘How . . . how could you have let that happen?’

‘I didn’t mean to. It happened so fast. I—’

She held up her hand and shook her head at me. ‘Stop it.’ She looked like she was going to be sick. She seemed to be ageing decades right in front of me.

I looked away.

‘After what we lived through?’ She shifted in her seat, placing her bare feet flat on the Mexican patio tiles. ‘How?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘It’s my fault,’ she mumbled. She wasn’t looking at me any more. A distance opened up between us and it felt impossible to cross it. ‘I created this.’

‘No, it’s—’

‘Was this the first time?’

‘Yes.’ It was the first time I’d slapped her. I couldn’t bear to confess anything more. I’d got myself off on a technicality.

‘Well, she’s smarter than I was,’ she said, crossing her arms and leaning back in her chair. She held herself as if she felt chilled and stared at me with narrowed eyes, like I was an intruder.

‘Mom.’ I wanted her to remember I was her child. ‘I don’t know what to do. I love her so much.’

She leaned across the table and forced me to meet her gaze. ‘If you love her, you’ll let her go and never bother her again.’ She got to her feet, picked up my still-full glass of iced tea and returned to the kitchen.

That night was the first storm of monsoon season. In a matter of days, the fire was out.

RILEY

The news was reporting rain in Tucson. Monsoon season was about all the weathermen in Arizona had to live for because it was the one time of year when things were not predictable. They stood in front of news cameras with rain beating and shaking their fragile umbrellas, lightning flashing blue in black skies. Trees fell, roads flooded and they would interrupt your regularly scheduled programming to tell you about it.

During monsoon season, you could run the faucet all day and you’d never get cold water. All afternoon, the moisture hung in the air, grey skies promising the relief of rain but not always delivering on those promises. When it did rain, there’d be a reprieve from the humidity. A few hours of breathable air making it easier to sleep.

The washes would be filling with water by now: those parched river beds would strain with the unapologetic wetness of it. After months of baking in the sun, waiting for some relief, the earth was never prepared for the rain, couldn’t absorb it fast enough. It would fill the empty river, fill it to the brim, and overflow, flooding the streets, forcing cars off the road, pushing debris, transforming the land.

Donna said that every year the rain would take some poor Tucsonan by surprise. They’d be walking a dog in the heat of a July evening, trudging through the caked, dusty ground of the empty river bed. Or sleeping beneath a bridge, using a folded-up shirt as a pillow. The water would rush in so quickly that there’d be no hope of escape. She told me someone would drown every year, without fail. It seemed impossible to me, even knowing the weight of monsoon rain. But that was what she said.

I imagined the way these trapped wanderers would most surely claw at the edge, trying to climb out as the hard earth turned to mud in their hands. Their bodies would be found bloated and floating, the clothing ripped right off them, and they would be buried with clenched fists. Anyone who bothered to pry open their fingers would find two little mounds of red dust in their palms.

After I’d cleaned my knee and thrown away my nylons, I sat on the bed and stared at the phone. Once I told her what he’d done, it would be real. There’d be no going back, no pretending it hadn’t happened. I reached out once, twice, three times. I kept setting my hand back in my lap. It was shaking.

Ten minutes later, Donna let herself in and found me in the bedroom, folding shirts.

‘No time for that,’ she said, and she pulled the drawer from the bureau, dumped its contents into the open suitcase and tossed it to the floor. It made a loud crash, but didn’t break. ‘We’re outa here in five. You can pack it up all neat once we get it to my place.’

I nodded. She reached for my face and I pulled away, wincing.

‘Got any frozen vegetables?’

I grimaced.

‘Ice pack.’ She shrugged. ‘My mom had a boyfriend.’

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’m fine.’

Donna grunted her scepticism, but returned to emptying the bureau. Dave appeared in the doorway with an empty garbage bag in each hand. Donna finished packing the bedroom while I sat on the couch in the living room and pointed out what was mine, the life Ben and I shared reduced to the division of knick-knacks, DVDs and board games.

Dave wouldn’t let me help. He wouldn’t look at me, either. It made me feel embarrassed, the way he seemed embarrassed for me.

Donna pulled my suitcase to the front door and started banging around in the kitchen. She held up a coffee mug in the pass-through, her raised eyebrows forming a question. Ben and I had picked out those mugs the first weekend after I’d moved in. I shook my head. Dave brought the bags to the truck.

‘Ready?’

Donna held the door open and I got to my feet. I hesitated at the TV set, looking at the picture of Ben and me, that lost-little-boy look on his face. Donna was watching me. I had nowhere to put it.

‘Is that yours?’ She meant the television.

‘Nope,’ I said, and walked outside.

Neither of us was a picture person. That was the only photo of the two of us.

I sat on the stone steps to the screen porch, tossing the tennis ball for Gracie. She was hooked to the line that ran between the house and the oak tree fifty feet away. There wasn’t a good way to fence a yard that faced the water, and my parents were less concerned that she’d run off than that she’d go for a swim any time she felt like it. Without that run, Gracie would have trailed mud through the house nine months a year. And in winter she’d fall in an ice hole and never be seen again.

A mosquito alighted on my bare knee. I watched as it poked its needle-nose into my flesh. When I slapped my leg, Gracie dropped the ball and came running.

‘I think you forgot something, silly,’ I said, scratching the top of her head. She sat, panting her dog breath right into my face.

I flicked the dead bug into the grass. The streak of my own blood was the only proof that it had ever existed. The swelling would come later.

It was the Fourth of July. The neighbour kids were setting off firecrackers. The small popping noises came at uneven intervals. They made me jumpy.

I set the pregnancy test on the edge of the sink, sat on the toilet seat and told Donna she could come in. I held my head in my hands as we waited. People always describe these moments in life as seeming to take for ever. For me, it was exactly the opposite. It was like a wave crashing into my body, then rushing away as my feet sank into the sand. I’d barely been able to catch my breath before Donna said, ‘It’s time.’

I reached for the little plastic wand, looked down at it in my hand and shrugged. ‘It’s positive.’

Donna crouched on the floor and wrapped me in her arms, but I didn’t break down. I just sat there.

I got a flight to Boston the next morning. The urge to go home was even stronger than the urge to flee had been a year before. Logically, I knew this wasn’t a problem geography could solve, but it felt like the safest place to start.

I was sitting on the end of the dock, dangling my bare feet over the edge. It had rained a lot this spring and the water was cool on my ankles and calves. Gracie had grown tired of chasing her tennis ball and left it floating just beyond my reach. She waded back and forth in the shallow water nearby, occasionally jumping at a fish.

I heard the screen door slam and my mother’s footsteps fell softly behind me.

‘I didn’t think sunsets impressed you,’ she said, sitting beside me and swinging her legs over the edge of the dock. She was nearly always barefoot in summer. The soles of her feet were like leather. Mine were so tender I couldn’t cross the lawn without shoes on.

‘Yeah, seen one, seen ’em all,’ I said, quoting myself.

‘There aren’t really enough clouds to make a real pretty one.’ She sighed, squinting into the distance.

We sat there quietly for a moment. I swished my feet back and forth in the water.

‘She ever catch anything?’ I asked, nodding toward Gracie.

‘Nope.’ She chuckled. ‘But it doesn’t stop her trying. She’s an eternal optimist.’

‘Or just a really slow learner,’ I suggested.

‘Or that.’

We were quiet again. I wondered if it was a comfortable silence or not.

‘So, are you planning on telling me what’s really going on?’ she asked finally.

I kept looking at my feet in the water. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Okay.’

I held my breath for a while. I didn’t want to cry. ‘Things just didn’t really work out for me in Tucson.’

‘Okay. I’m sorry about that.’

‘I’m not going back.’ It was a little scary to say it out loud. As if that might make it true. As if it had suddenly been decided.

‘Is it about Ben?’

‘I don’t really want to talk about it.’

‘Okay.’ She had learned from experience that to push me was to risk an attack. It hurt to know that I had done this to her, to us. And yet I was grateful for it. It meant I didn’t have to lie.

‘I don’t really have it all figured out yet. I thought maybe I could stay here for a while.’

‘Of course you can.’ She put her arm around my shoulders. ‘Dad and I are leaving in a couple of days.’ My parents spent two weeks in Hawaii every summer. My mother passed her time on the beach, getting brown, or shopping for trinkets in the touristy shops near the hotel. My father went hiking and snorkelling and off-roading. They came home with photos of sailboats, lush hillsides, rainbows. Occasionally a waiter was enlisted to take their picture at dinner. ‘It would be a big help to have someone here to watch Gracie while we’re away,’ she said.

I knew that she must have already asked someone to watch Gracie. I knew I wasn’t really doing her a favour, but it was just like her to try to make me feel like I was.

I leaned my head on her shoulder and we watched the sun dip into the water.
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